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T h e iTDlkllmgs lm A jm e R lc a
A,
panel held ac CDyrhopoeic ConFeRence XIX, BeRkeley, CaliFoRnia, July 31,1988
Panelists: Cjlen QoodKniyhc (modeRatOR), Joe R . ChRistophcR, Alexei KondRaciev, Diana L . Parson
G o o d K n ig h t: Good morning. The theme of this panel is,
"The Inklings in A m erica." I'd like to introduce our
panelists. On my left is Diana Paxson, whom I think you
all know, but if you haven't, you should read her books.
She's written quite a few now, and she's been around, been
part o f the Mythopoeic Society for quite a few years. On
my rig ht is A lexei K ondratiev, a w ell-know n Celtic
authority and fantasy fiction authority, who also writes the
column "Tales N ew ly Told " in Mythlore. And on my far
right is Joe R. Christopher, who is a well-known C.S. Lewis
scholar, primarily, but w ho's quite knowledgable on all
the Inklings and, indeed, many other things as well. We
wanted to talk this morning about two things: how the
Inklings have influenced American fictional writing, and
also how they've been popularly and critically responded
to in America. I'll just start out with the natural one, the
one that's probably had the largest influence of all would
be Tolkien, and ask Diana how you think Tolkien has
influenced American fantasy writing.
P a x s o n :ln the 60s, which was the pre-boom period when
I discovered Tolkien, his books still existed only in the
British hardcovers. The fantasy picture at that time con
sisted m ostly of juveniles, and m ost of those were framed
fantasies, the assumption being that you had to start from
our world, and thatfantasy was somethingfor kids. Except
am ong science fiction fans, there w a sn 't too m uch
knowledge of the earlier twentieth century generation of
fantasists like A. Merritt. There had been an earlier school
of fantasy, but by the fifties and sixties, nobody was read
ing them, and except for Poul Anderson's The Broken
Sword, nobody who was an active writer had really done
anything in the field for a long time, certainly not in high
fantasy, though the Conan books were being passed
around, and I think George Scithers was publishing Amra.
But reading Tolkien in those days was sort of like being a
Christian in the first century, whispering on street comers
to find the other people who shared the true belief.
The reason The Lord o f the Rings had so much trouble
becoming accepted, and had to go through this whole
underground process of dissemination, was because it was
so different from anything anybody was doing in that
period. If Tolkien hadn't published The Hobbit as a
children's story, which did very well, I doubt that The Lord
o f the Rings would ever have gotten published in Britain
either. So it w asn't until it had become a kind of under
ground classic in science fiction fandom that Don
Wollheim, who came out of fandom himself, took the
chance — he did try to get permission — but he finally

decided to go ahead anyway, and published the first
paperback version. W hen those hit, it was a real sensation,
and eventually everybody at Houghton Mifflin and so
forth finally got their act together to do it properly. But
before then you couldn't have persuaded them that the
books had popular appeal. So in a backhanded kind of
way, I think we owe a great debt to Don W ollheim for
doing that.
The Lord o f the Rings still was the only thing of its kind,
and it took a while for other writers and the publishing
industry to follow up. I think there probably w ere other
writers who would have loved to do high fantasy, but it
always takes the editors a while to get it through their little
wooden heads that anything new and unusual is what the
public really wants. So they took a lot of convincing, and
then for a while you got some very derivative things.
There's always Terry Brooks: 'T h e Sword of Sha-na-na."
[Laughter] That was an example of the Tolkien tradition
in the sense of practically out-and-out plagiarism, badly
done. It certainly identified some of the problems with
trying to write high fantasy if you're not Tolkien. But by
the end of the seventies, things had swung, I think, in
another direction, where that kind of other-world or total
ly new environment type fantasy became the only kind of
high fantasy to write. People who wanted to write fantasy
set in the so-called real world were having more trouble
finding buyers for it.
As a writer myself, the major difficulty I've found is that
whenever there's a situation that is at all like anything in
The Lord o f the Rings, I run into a problem, because Tolkien
has already solved that problem in the best possible way.
Or at least once you've read Tolkien it looks like the only
possible best way. So you're faced with either avoiding
those kinds of plot developments, or trying to do some
thing else which isn't as good. It's a very hard act to follow.
G ood K n ig h t: Would you like to comment, Alexei?
K o n d ra tiev : Yes. On Tolkien, specifically, I would simply
like to recall something which was said, I think, at last
year's Conference. There was a panel which Christine
Lowentrout was chairing, in which it more or less came
out that the im pact of The Lord o f the Rings on the fantasy
reading and eventually fantasy writing community was
almost like a religious event, the unveiling of a new .
religious mystery, a new myth. It became a structure for
conveying certain images of religious import. It became
very difficult for people not to follow the episodes of this
myth exactly as they appear in The Lord o f the Rings, be
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cause they seem to have such a primal archetypal quality.
W e run here into the problem w hich you just mentioned,
that Tolkien did this once and for all as well as it possibly
could be done. And yet people seem to feel compelled, are
drawn to these types of characters, or these types of situa
tions, in imitation. W e're probably going to have a hard
time over the next generation or so, coming out of that,
re-synthesizing it into something that is really creative and
expressive of a new situation. Right now I still see Tolkien
dominating the fantasy imagination, what people expect
to see in a fantasy, w hat people would probably write
spontaneously unless they really stop to think about it,
from a literary p oint of view, and tiy to recompose.
C h risto p h er:! think one thing that you're saying, both of
you, is that under Ballantine Books, this has become a
genre formula, m uch like romance plot structures, for
example. Tolkien set up the formula, and the publishers
proved with Terry Brooks that they could sell it, and they
have been publishing trilogies, or-if one wants to be crea
tive, m aybe a tetralogy, ever since then, because they have
a commercial formula that works. One thing I can say,
however, Diana, about the early days that you were
rem iniscing about: there was Poul A nderson's Broken
Sword. And the best thing I can think of about that time is
that I could keep up with all the fantasy that came out.
[laughter] It7s frustrating, because you don't know what's
good and what7s bad today. O f course, in those days I read
it all anyway. It's a different game once you have the
formula, the commercial slot, the publisher's schedule of
so m any books of a certain type per month.
K o n d r a tie v : A t a worldcon several years ago, Darrell
Schweitzer made the remark that before the seventies,
when you saw a fantasy novel — of which there were a lot
fewer, of course, in those days — there was at least one
thingyou could be sure of: that it would probably be good.
As compared to a lot of the science fiction that would have
been published at the time, a lot of which would have been
mediocre or bad. He said that Ballantine Books, or Del Rey
B ooks as th e y e v e n tu a lly becam e, p erform ed this
wondrous feat of actually creating bad fantasy.
G o o d K n ig h t.-I'll add that I remember visiting Lester Del
Rey and his wife in N ew York City, making a proposal to
them for a calendar that didn't come off, but they were
very enthusiastic about this new work that they had that
they were about to bring out. They said that it was the very
best thing that had been written since The Lord o f the Rings.
It turned out to be The Sword ofShannara by Terry Brooks.
I d on't know if I need to say any more, except I wonder if
publishers don't have quite a heavy role to play in affecting
what gets out there. If they have problems with taste, how
does that affect the genre?
P a x so n : As a writer, I am incapable of being dispassionate
on this subject. It's certainly true that if you can't find a
publisher, it doesn't matter how great a writer you are.
This might change with computer publishing. Some things
are even now being published across computer networks,
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but New York still rules the American literary world. And
New York is about five years behind California in terms of
perception of new trends. A t least this is the way it appears
to me. They also have a situation— and this is even worse
now — in which the science fiction line names, Signet,
Bantam, Ace, Berkley, and so forth are all part of larger
companies. And the larger companies m ay themselves be
owned by something like Gulf W estern or Twentieth Cen
tury Fox or somebody that has nothing to do w ith books,
and no understanding. The editors are caught between the
writers, their own desire to do quality stuff, and the fact
that the final word there is going to be with these corporate
accounting types who want you to do the same thing that
sold like hotcakes last year. They're looking for brand
names. They don't understand originality. I think this
accounts for the kind of standardized quality that we get
in genre literature these days. So sometimes it's not the
editor's fault. Sometimes the editor is as constrained, and
in a large company sometimes the editor has very little
control over the rest of the process — the art department,
for instance, so you get very peculiar covers. [Laughter]
When it's all compartmentalized like that, strange things
can happen.
Another problem, especially for a new writer who's
submitting his or her work, is that it comes in over the
transom, goes into a large and teetering pile of packages.
The first reader, who is usually the m ost junior editor or
sometimes somebody who does it on a consulting or a
freelance basis (who m ay in fact be a paid editor from
another publishing house, strangely enough), reads
through it. "You take this pile, you take that pile," and so
forth. They read through the stuff, and if they like it, then
they hand it on to the next person up the line. It may go
through six people before you reach somebody who can
actually make decisions. These firstreader types are some
times people who are straight out of Barnard or some
where, with an English degree, and have only the amount
of background that they got from whatever general
literary education they had there. They m ay be in New
York because they think it would be glamourous to do
something in publishing. They are not fans, or at least very
rarely, and they very rarely have any kind of real back
ground in where the field is going at the moment. In a way,
this may be the acid test, because they're coming to it with
fresh eyes, but they don't have any context.
G ood K n ig h t:! want to ask the panel about the influence of
Lewis on American fantasy and fictional writing. I think
we probably would agree that he's had less impact, but I
think that there's been some. Would anybody like to com
ment on that?
K o n d ra tiev :! think the problem with Lewis is not so much
that he's had little impact — I think he's had a lot, in fact,
actually — but that the perception of Lewis in the fantasy
and science fiction community is very much limited by his
ideological positions. This is in a way unfortunate, that it
happened to Lewis in particular, because if you compare
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him with Tolkien, Tolkien was no less a Christian; in terms
of social and political views, Tolkien was not particularly
more progressive than Lewis, perhaps even less so in some
cases, but he is not defined in the eyes of the public as a
Christian apologist, someone who represents a Christian
position, whereas Lewis is seen primarily as a Christian
apologist, and only secondarily as something else, as a
fantasy writer or a science fiction writer or a writer period.
I think this, of course, happened because of the great
success of The Screwtape Letters, especially in America: The
Screwtape Letters as a best-seller defining what sort of a
writer Lewis is, what sort of ideas and positions he's trying
to defend.
Now, w hen people look at Lewis fantasies, they think
primarily: this is a Christian work, and therefore anything
that is influenced by Lewis has to be also a Christian work.
It would be a work of Christian apologetics, through the
medium of fiction. They don't stop and look at, well, what
is it that makes Lew is's fantasies, Lewis's science fiction,
effective as a literary work. Obviously people don't pick it
up and are convinced and are drawn to it simply because
it's Christian; a lot of people pick it up not know ing— well,
now they probably would be forced to know — but the
original readers did not know these were Christian works.
In many cases, the elements in the works that drew them
to Lewis, that convinced them, perhaps, even of his Chris
tian position in the end, were strictly literary qualities that
perhaps had very little to do with his message. I think that
with the great circulation that his fantasy and his science
fiction have had, there has been an im pact of Lew is's style,
Lewis's way of describing things, of telling a story, that
more recent writers, writers of a later generation, have
picked u p on. Unfortunately, because of the way Lewis is
categorized, even people who have been very strongly
influenced by him m ight not say so, might not particularly
feel indebted to him, because they may not share his
ideological convictions, and they would say, "No, I'm not
a Christian writer, therefore I'm not in the same category
as C.S. Lewis."
However, I think that there is a certain Lewis manner
— particularly in his adult fantasy, in the Ransom trilogy
for instance — of drawing the reader into an imaginative
situation, through very intense descriptions of the charac
ters' perceptions. Remember how Ransom first arrives on
Malacandra and on Perelandra, the way the reader is
drawn into a completely alien situation by describing very
realistically what his sense impressions would be upon
arrival, and the connections between all these disparate
sensorial elements. This is something that is very much the
Lewis manner. You see it happening over and over in his
works, and it has had, I think, an impact on some very •
good fantasy and science fiction writing. Those of you who
read "Tales Newly Told" a year or so ago, I think, remem
ber I mentioned this in context of one writer, Geoff Ryman,
who wrote a very good high fantasy that is called The
Warrior Who Carried Life, which I read and said, "W here
have I seen this type of writing before? This suggests
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something very strongly to m e." I realized it suggested
C.S. Lewis to me. But most people would not think of that
because it's not an explicitly Christian w ork at all. It does
not cultivate any sort of Biblical or Judeo-Christian im
agery in it; it's basically retelling Gilgamesh in a very
strange fashion. But there is something about the way the
scenes are presented, the way the characters' perceptions
are brought to the reader, the very intense visual imagery,
and the great economy of style, that immediately makes
one think of Lewis. I can't help but think, obviously, that
like most people he read Lewis at some point in his life,
and though he may not share any of Lewis's ideological
convictions, he certainly has learned some elements of
style from him, or perhaps even shares some of Lewis's
vision.
I think this is probably a much more common case than
we would realize in fantasy writing today, but i f s simply
not discussed: when you think of Lew is as having an
influence, it's having an influence on Christian fantasy
specifically, and nothing else. And you have rather dread
ful allegorical fantasies, very badly written, turned out by
mid western Bible presses, which sort of rehash Narnia and
maybe even the Space trilogy, in a very gross Biblical
allegorical fashion, and the publisher always says, "This is
in the tradition of C.S. Lew is." But of course this isnotw hat
C.S. Lewis is about; this is not where his literary merit rests.
There's still a lot of work to be done in realizing this,
bringing Lewis out of his ideological compartment and
into what he has actually given to the field o f imaginative
writing.
G o o d K n ig h t:! want to make an insertion here, a distinc
tion — Tolkien becam e w ell-know n in America first
through The Hobbit and then much more through The Lord
o f the Rings, whereas Lewis's first exposure to America was
in 1943 with the publication of The Screwtape Letters, w hich.
is a different kind of writing, a satire, it's religious allegory
of a sort. It's a very different form, and that may have
affected the way — Screwtape Letters was very popular in
this country, but because it's a different type of writing it
may have created a different perception of the writer.
C h ristop h er: I thought first I would mention a book, just
recently out, by Martha C. Sammons, who has written two
books on Lewis. It's called "A Better Country": The Worlds
o f Religious Fantasy and Science Fiction. Unfortunately, it is
not the book I wish it were. She is a product of Wheaton,
and she spends a lot of time on these midw estem religious
presses and their products. She also, curiously, in a section
on science fiction, does not mention A Canticle for Leibowitz
by Walter Miller. That in itself suggests great ignorance —
or great prejudice, maybe, but I think ignorance. Her
knowledge of things seems to be just very thin in a couple
of places. The book however is useful. There is a long
discussion, for example, of a trilogy by John White, start
ing with The Tower o f Geburah in 1978, The Iron Sceptre in
1981, The Sword-Bearer in 1986 — it's scattered through the
book, not all in one passage, as she takes up various topics
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about W hite's fantasies. These were all published by InterVarsity Press, which is a religious publishing concern, and
she says — she didn't give an authority for it — but she
mentions that he admitted that he based these on Lewis's
Narnia series. And they are. I could go through the devices,
but I don't think I need to. There's an — it's not Narnia
they're called to, it' s Anthropos — allegory. And there's an
obnoxious cousin called into the land at one place, and so
on and so forth. Anyway, there are derivative things there.
I d on't know about the other side — the non-religious
presses — on the Narnia business; I suppose the one that
I think of first in a way — somebody suggested I read it,
somebody [Amy Falkowitz] from Mythcon two years ago,
I think — is Diane Duane's The Wounded Sky, a Star Trek
novel where the character sings a universe into existence.
It's a female character; one of the lines in her song is "Let
there be darkness." I assume that this is a deliberate imita
tion — of course Duane's having fun, in a way that the
m idw estem Bible presses would not understand, but
science fiction fandom knows — she's having fun with it,
but nonetheless, her parody is derivative. [The singing of
the creation is the N am ian parallel. For others, see my
listing in "A n Inklings Bibliography" 33 in M ythlore no. 56
— JRC] She incidentally, at the end of the story, when the
Enterprise comes back from its journey of patching up the
universe, has as one of the ships that circle it, bringing it
back home, the Malacandra. Parenthetically, about
Duane's earliest book — The Door Into Fire — she com
mented in an interview that the dragons in there are
derived from Tolkien, though she made sure that by the
time she published that that there was no close ap
pearance.
I could mention other possibilities for Lewisian works.
There was a man named H.L. Myra, who published an
imitation of elements of the Ransom trilogy in N o Man in
Eden. Again, he was published by a religious press —
Word Press, I think it is. It was in Waco, Texas; it's since
moved to Dallas. H e's published two more books since
then, I haven't read them. I did actually read that one. It
w asn't a horribly bad book, but it's very derivative. So
what I'm doing is offering evidence here. Let me mention
a couple of other things, and then I'll see what other people
want to say about this, if I haven't filled it by over-giving
facts. Screwtape Letters. You mentioned the early
popularity — I know of about 19 works based on The
Screwtape Letters — the straight imitations; there's some
from pretty good writers. W ayne C. Booth, who I think is
at the University of Chicago, published an essay one time,
"The College as Church, or Screwtape Revived". He has
Screwtape writing to Dr. Harley P. Sellout, vice-president
of Surrogate University [Laughter], giving him advice to
advance w ith optimism about the future, to keep courses
from making contact with reality, and so forth. You get the
idea. These things can be done fairly well. There was a poor
book-length volume — this was listed in the first "Inklings
Bibliography" I did — Walter Martin, Screwtape Writes
Again, Vision House Publishers, of Santa Ana, California.
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I don't know whether he had permission to do the book or
not, he doesn't give any credit to the estate. There've been
a lot of imitations of Screwtape; there've been some that
aren't this direct. There's some fictional use, including at
least one story in the M agazine o f Fantasy and Science Fiction,
Michael Armstrong's "Absolutely the Last, This is It, No
More, the Final Pact with the Devil Story". Overall, an
influence here, a literary type, almost a genre, has
developed. There's one Screwtape imitation in my notes
based in part on Pilgrim's Regress. And there's one Screw
tape letter that borrows some from The Great Divorce. To
shift to that work: Jerry Pournelle said in an interview that
his and Larry N iven's Inferno was inspired by The Great
Divorce. I couldn't see it. It's an imitation of Dante applied
to m odem America.
K o n d ra tiev : W hat he said was that it was Dante's Inferno
with the theology of The Great Divorce imposed upon it, so
that people had free will and were able to leave Hell
whenever they wanted to, as happens in The Great Divorce.
C hristop h er .-He didn't say that in the interview I saw. But
that has to be it, for the fact that Mussolini was saved at
the end was interesting. The Chronicles of Narnia — I
know there's a Peter Dickinson mystery novel that refers
to them. I shouldn't have mentioned him; he's British;
sorry. W e're trying to talk about American influence. Ruth
Nichols, who so far as I know is American, published The
M arrow o f the World, Atheneum, 1972, and her magic
protagonist has two forms — he's called Leo as a wizard.
Leon is the Aslan — th e lion figure. It's a children's fantasy,
with children drawn into the magical world, and sent back
by Kyril-Leo at the end. I don't know of anything based on
Till We Have Faces except a play, that is an adaptation. I
don't know of anybody directly influenced by it, so far as
literature goes. IFs Lew is's best work; it may be i f s his least
easily imitated work. If a writer does an exchange, I would
assume he or she is getting it from Charles Williams rather
than from Lewis.
G ood K n ig h t: W e should try to cover Charles Williams,
because I think that he has had an influence that maybe
some of us aren't completely aware of, and I'd like to —
what do you think about that, Diana?
P ax son : Let me first make just a very brief comment on
Lewis, especially your interpretation of Diane Duane— that
is not intended as a parody. Diane is probably one of the most
mystical writers going, and in the story, the song was sung
for a creature who was in a reverse universe, so she was
making a metaphysical statement there, not parody. I think
she was paying conscious homage to Lewis there. I think both
the influence of Lewis and of Williams to some extent can be
seen less in plot elements and that kind of thing than in an
awareness of spirituality, which is comparatively rare in
modem literature, fantasy or non-fantasy — spirituality in
the sense of a real, palpable spiritual presence, which is
something that transcends theology. I think that looking for
novels that try to convey that is one way to look for the Lewis
and Williams influence.
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I don't know if the other people who are doing contem
porary urban fantasy are aware of Williams or not; all I can
do is speak for myself. One of m y purposes in doing my
contemporary fantasies was to try and write the kind of
thing that Williams m ight write if he were living today,
and of course if he had a somewhat different theology. The
idea of "spiritual thrillers" is something that I think does
turn up in a lot of the contemporary urban fantasy. That is
one of the things that, in some senses, is more related to
the older fantasy tradition of the thirties, which Williams
and Lewis were coming out of, and is not related to the
Tolkien influence of high fantasy and alternate worlds.
The basic plotline is one in which a talisman or object of
spiritual power of some kind comes into this world, and
the events then revolve around everybody's attempt to
cope with this somehow, either to assimilate it or to put it
back in its own place. In a peculiar sense, Star Wars and
Close Encounters o f the Third Kind epitomize those two
approaches to fantasy, even though they were theoretical
ly science fiction. Star Wars is like The Lord o f the Rings; it's
all taking place out there somewhere, whereas Close
Encounters is the story of something alien coming into our
world, and forcing everybody to reevaluate their lives. It
was very interesting to have them both come out at about
the same time: that's Tolkien, and that's Lewis, that's
Williams.
C h ristop h er; Y our Brisingamen?
P a x so n : Brisingamen shows the Williams influence, and
The Paradise Tree does even more.
K o n d ra tiev : We were just mentioning Diane Duane, and I
see a very strong W illiams-like feeling, certainly a kinship
with W illiam s's manner and W illiams's ideas in Diane
Duane's writing, even though she doesn't share his style.
I think that, of the three m ajor Inklings, Charles Williams's
style is probably the least appropriate to a modern
American fantasy writer. It is the most particularly bound
to a particular time and place. W hen The Door Into Fire first
appeared, I remember a friend of mine who said, "Oh, this
is C a lifo rn ia C h a rle s W illia m s ." T h is is how he
characterized it, because the patterns of relationship be
tween the characters and the way in which they ordered
the plot, the way they defined the thrust of the plot was
very much like the interrelationship between Charles
Williams characters. W e didn't know whether she had
learned this from Williams, or whether this was just an
expression of her own nature as a writer, that this was a
coincidence, but certainly more than any other American
fantasy writer at that time, she made one think of Williams.
P a x so n : Do you remember Excalibur by Sanders Anne
Laubenthal?
K o n d ra tiev ; Yes, I was just about to come to that.
P a x so n : Williams characters with ice tea in their veins?
K o n d ra tiev : Yes. That was interesting, actually, because it
read like the work of a very youthful writer, who was very
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talented, but did things that a mature writer would not
have done. She essentially tried to combine all three major
Inklings into one work. If you haven't read it, Sanders
Anne Laubenthal's Excalibur is an Arthurian romance that
takes place in Mobile, Alabama, and makes this convinc
ing. The basic myth of it is taken from Lewis. It's the story
of the Pendragon of Logres, et cetera. There are Tolkien
elements: there's an elvish otherworld that the characters
go to, where the people speak Sindarin, basically, accord
ing to the knowledge of Sindarin that circulated in Tolkien
fandom in those days. [Laughter] Then there are scenes of
psychic attack, et cetera, that are very very closely drawn
from the spiritual thrillers of Charles W illiams. So there
was an attempt there to use all three writers, and imitate
their manners very well, actually, but putting them in
somewhat jarring episodes, one after the other.
C h ristop h er .-If s amazing how much we enjoyed that book
when it came out.
K o n d ra tiev : That's right.
C h ristop h er: And look back upon it with mixed feelings.
But I do remember, some place or other I wrote a review
of it, probably in Mythprint, saying that she had a horrible
tendency to put similes on the end of every other sentence.
[Under the influence of W illiams, we should have men
tioned John Bellairs' The Face in the Frost, which in one brief
episode has a storm raised by a Tarot deck, as in The Greater
Trumps — JRC]
G oodKnight.T will say that for all three of the authors, the
response in America has been similar in the sense that
either Americans have loved them or hated them. There's
been very little in-between ground. That would hold for
Tolkien, that would hold for Lewis, and that would hold
for W illiams. There's just very little middle ground. I'd like
to make a final comment, if I. may, in reference to both
Tolkien and Lewis and their imitations. It seems that for
both of them, that the old phrase "imitation is the sincerest
form of flattery," I think in this case that the imitations
uphold the genius of the original.
The Editor would like to thank the 1988 Conference Chairman,
David Bratman, for transcribing this panel discussion.

